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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Casey & Lowe were commissioned by Root Projects on behalf of the Museum of Contemporary Art 
to manage the archaeological component of the works associated with the redevelopment of the 
car park area of the Museum site during 2008-2012.  An Archaeological Management Plan (2009) 
was produced summarising previous archaeological investigations, including the results of testing in 
specific areas in 2008 to establish the alignment of the underlying docks and recommended 
measures for future works.  These measures included the archaeological recording of areas of the 
site subject to sub-surface impacts associated with this development.  This work was completed 
under a Part 3A approval by the Director-General, Department of Planning, application 08_0064, 
approved 26/6/2009.   
 
The areas of the proposed lift pit and seawater tank were investigated in July 2010.  This involved 
the archaeological excavation of these areas by mechanical and manual means.  Three trenches 
were laid out to encompass the areas of impact.  The primary findings were as follows: 

 Trench 1 – A section of the northern wall of the southern dock of the Naval Dockyards, 
dating to the early nineteenth century, was uncovered. 

 Trench 2 – Although the area was significantly impacted upon by a modern structure, the 
base of sandstone footings likely belonging to part of a government store building 
constructed in the 1850s were recorded.   

 Trench 3 - The footings exposed in Trench 2 extended into Trench 3 incorporating what 
appeared to be a segment of walling constructed in the 1840s to subdivide the dockyard.  
Other than this, the trench contained very few archaeological remains. 

 
Several smaller areas subject to sub-surface impacts were monitored by Casey & Lowe during the 
development process.  Seven areas in the MCA car park and forecourt were monitored between 
August 2010 and January 2012.  The primary findings in these areas according to development 
were: 

 Gantry - Sandstone flagging likely belonging to the Commissariat Stores was identified in 
the south-western corner of the area.  

 Crane Base - No archaeological features. 

 Seawater Exchange - A section of the 1850s sea wall was exposed in the east of the trench.  
1.8m of the upper course was removed to accommodate the development. 

 Plumbing - A pit associated with the plumbing contained two mid-late nineteenth-century 
pier footings.  A trench also to accommodate the plumbing was excavated revealing a 
section of the southern wall of the middle dock and contemporary fills. 

 Argyle Street Footing Trench - The footing trench in the north of the car park contained 
remains of the c.1850s Argyle street wall and the northwest corner of the northern dock. 

 New Forecourt – A large area to the east of the carpark was excavated for footings 
associated with the new forecourt.  Excavation was relatively shallow and no archaeological 
remains were found. 

 Grease Arrestor – The excavation of a pit for a new grease arrestor exposed the remains of 
a resurfacing associated with the Commissariat building.  A new location was agreed on and 
another pit was dug here. 

 
All archaeological remains exposed were recorded and the trenches backfilled prior to the 
commencement of construction.  
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N 

1.0 Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 
The redevelopment of the Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) carpark and MCA forecourt (Figure 
1.1) required that portions of the site be subject to bulk excavation as well as impacts from piling.  
The archaeological testing and recording of any remains prior to the commencement of works was 
required to locate the lift pit and seawater tank (Figure 1.2).  Several other areas of less substantial 
impact required monitoring by Casey & Lowe during the initial stage of redevelopment.  The 
archaeological work was undertaken under a Part 3A development approval from the NSW 
Department of Planning, application 08_0064, approved 26/6/2009.   
 
 

Figure 1.1:  Aerial view of the MCA car park and section of the forecourt.  The red lines broadly enclose the 
study area.  The archaeological testing and monitoring took place in these areas, although a large 

proportion was not subject to sub-surface impacts. 
 
 
The nature of the site, its historical development, the results of previous archaeological programs 
and the archaeological methodology to be employed along with management recommendations 
were detailed in an Archaeological Management Plan produced for the site.1  Archaeological 
remains had been identified in the car park during previous testing which allowed for an 

                                                           
1 Casey & Lowe 2009 Archaeological Management Plan, report to Root Projects on behalf of the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, p.40-46. 
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archaeological assessment of the overall area.2  The remains largely relate to the government 
dockyard and stores dating from the late eighteenth century to the mid nineteenth century.  Test 
trenches were excavated and recorded in 2008 and in July 2010, with monitoring of other areas 
taking place between August and December 2010.  Additional monitoring took place in January 
2012. 
 
 

1.2 Study Area and Excavation Trench Design 
The study area lies within the former MCA carpark (i.e. the site of the new extension) immediately 
north of the 1950s MCA building, and to the east of the MCA building in the forecourt area (Figure 
1.1).  Various excavation trenches were opened up within the carpark area (Figure 1.2): 
 
1.2.1 Trench 1 (T1) 
The trench for the archaeological investigation of the lift pit was 1.5m north of the east end of the 
MCA building’s northern wing.  It was labelled Trench 1 (T1) and measured 11m (east-west) x 5.5m 
(north-south), extending beyond the edges of the lift pit.  The size of the trench was to provide for a 
500mm-1000mm buffer for works associated with the lift pit construction and to encompass a 
cluster of proposed piling to the east of the pit.   
 
 

 
Figure 1.2: Plan of the MCA carpark overlain with the locations of development impacts (blue) and the 

archaeological trenches (dashed lines).  A police station is located at No. 132 George Street.   

                                                           
2 Casey & Lowe 2009: 17-27. 



3 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd                                                           Museum of Contemporary Art, Circular Quay, Sydney 

1.2.2 Trench 2 (T2) 
Various seawater tanks / traps were located immediately south and east of the current police 
station (132 George St).  These were encompassed by two trenches in these locations.  The trenches 
were redesigned during excavation based on the exposition of archaeological remains and various 
disturbances.  Trench 2 (T2) was adjacent to the south side of the Police Station building and 
measured 13.5m (east-west) x 5.5m (north-south).  A 2.2m-wide trench was excavated south from 
the east end of T2 for a length of 5m.  This was part of T2, and was designed to test the seawater 
intake for the tanks.   
 
1.2.3 Trench 3 (T3) 
Trench 3 (T3) was adjacent to the east side of the police station and measured 10m (north-south) x 
6m (east-west).  The south end of T3 adjoined the east end of T2.   
 

 
 
Figure 1.3: Monitored impacts (red) are overlain onto a plan of the study area.  The footprints of present-

day structures are in black while nineteenth-century structures are in grey.  Note the location of 
the thee docks within the MCA carpark and beneath the northern end of the MCA building.   

 
 
1.2.4 Monitoring 
The areas monitored subsequent to the archaeological testing phase were spread throughout the 
study area (Figure 1.3).  In the north of the car park, Area A encompassed two rectangular footing 
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trenches.  South of this, in the centre-southeast of the car park, trenches and a rectangular pit to 
accommodate plumbing formed Area B.  Area C was located to the east of the northern wing of the 
MCA building.  It included a trench for a seawater exchange.  The excavation for a crane base was 
monitored just north of this trench, while the footings for the gantry were to the south and west.  
Excavation for the new forecourt was east of the car park and the pit for the new grease arrestor 
was immediately east of the south wing of the MCA building.  For details of the individual 
dimensions of these impacts see the relevant sections below. 
 
 

1.3 Previous Archaeological Investigations 
A number of previous archaeological investigations have been conducted in the immediate 
surrounds of the MCA building.  This included archaeological testing on a number of occasions 
which produced reports as well as other heritage studies.  They are listed below: 

Casey, Mary 1991  Museum of Contemporary Art and First Fleet Park, Archaeological Monitoring, 
prepared for John Holland Interiors on behalf of the Museum of Contemporary Art.   

Casey & Lowe 
   1997a  Archaeological Assessment, Museum of Contemporary Art, Stage II, for Lend Lease 

Interiors on behalf of the Museum of Contemporary Art, May 1997.  
   1997b  Heritage Assessment and Results of Testing, Museum of Contemporary Art, Stage II, for 

Lend Lease Interiors on behalf of the Museum of Contemporary Art, September 1997.  
   1997c  Results of Additional Testing, Museum of Contemporary Art, Stage II, for Lend Lease 

Interiors on behalf of the Museum of Contemporary Art, November 1997. 
   1998a  Results of Excavations at possible Pier Locations, Museum of Contemporary Art, Stage II, 

for Lend Lease Interiors on behalf of the Museum of Contemporary Art, January 1998. 
   1998b  Results of Testing of the Northern Dock Wall, Museum of Contemporary Art, Stage II, for 

Lend Lease Interiors on behalf of the Museum of Contemporary Art, May 1998. 
   1998c  Results of Testing at Northeastern Pier Point Location, Museum of Contemporary Art, Stage 

II, for Lend Lease Interiors on behalf of the Museum of Contemporary Art, August 1998. 
   2000a  Heritage Report Museum of Contemporary Art, prepared by Tanner & Associates in 

association with Casey & Lowe.  
   2000b  Draft Report on Archaeological Testing at the MCA site, September 2000, for City of 

Sydney.  
   2008    MCA Carpark Testing, September 2008, for Root Projects. 
   2008  Heritage Impact Statement (Archaeology), Proposed Redevelopment of the Museum of 

Contemporary Art, for Root Projects.  
   2009  Archaeological Management Plan, Museum of Contemporary Art, a report to Root Projects 

on behalf of the Museum of Contemporary Art. 
 
Other relevant archaeological reports include:  

Godden Mackay  
   1997  Circular Quay Waterfront Strategy – Archaeology – Draft EIS Input.   
   1997  Sydney Cove Waterfront Strategy – Archaeological Assessment. 
 
 

1.4 Heritage Listings 
 
1.4.1 NSW State Heritage Register 
The MCA building and its environs, including the sites of the Commissariat and Naval Dockyard, are 
listed on the State Heritage Register (SHR) as part of the Sydney Cove West Archaeological Precinct 
(SHR 1860) (Appendix 3).  The listing states that: 
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The Sydney Cove West Archaeological Precinct is a site of exceptional archaeological 
significance as evidence of some of the earliest colonial and maritime infrastructure of the 
convict settlement of Australia. 
 

1.4.2 The Rocks and Millers Point Archaeological Zoning and Management Plan 
The area of MCA and carpark are listed in this plan which has been adopted by the SHFA.  
 
1.4.3 Management Policy 
A management policy was incorporated into the 2009 Archaeological Management Plan.  It defined 
sets of principles and policies to be applied to the redevelopment of the site with particular regard 
to items of state significance. 
 
 

1.5 Authorship and Fieldwork Personnel 
Sections 1-4 of this report have been written by Nick Harrop, Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd.  Section 5 is 
based on monitoring reports written by Nick Harrop and Mike Hincks.  The report has been 
reviewed by Tony Lowe who added additional results of the site monitoring and additional details 
and interpretation where warranted.  The overall archaeological excavation, monitoring, and 
recording was undertaken by Nick Harrop, Abi Cryerhall, Mike Hincks and Tony Lowe.  Abi Cryerhall 
and Tony Lowe were co-excavation directors for Trenches 1, 2, and 3.  Planning of the 
archaeological trenches was undertaken by Abi Cryerhall.  The machine excavation of Trenches 1, 2, 
and 3 was undertaken by Robert Stanton, Stanton Excavations.  Artefact cataloguing and reporting 
(Appendices 2 and 3) was by Robyn Stocks, Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd.  The overall report was reviewed 
and edited by and Dr Mary Casey, Director Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd.   
 

1.6 Acknowledgements 
The following people facilitated the archaeological site work: 

MCA: Euan Upston 
Root Projects: Tom Stock 
Watpac: Charles Hudy, David Lock 
SHFA: Dr Wayne Johnson, Monique Galloway 

 

1.7 Artefacts 
During the 1997 and 2010 archaeological programs ten boxes of artefacts were recovered.  These 
have been catalogued (Appendix 2) and are likely to be placed in the Sydney Harbour Foreshore 
Authority (SHFA) artefact repository as SHFA is the owner of the land containing the remains of the 
dockyard.  The boxes of artefacts include: Glass - 3, Ceramics - 3, Building Materials - 2, Metal & 
Miscellaneous - 1, Bone, Shell and Soil Samples - 1.  
 

1.8 Abbreviations 
HRA  Historical Records of Australia 
MCA  Museum of Contemporary Art 
MSB  Maritime Services Board 
PF  Pad Footing (PF1) 
SHFA  Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 
SHR  State Heritage Register 
SMH  Sydney Morning Herald 
T1  Trench 1 etc 
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2.0 Historical Outline 
 

2.1 Overview 
Sydney Cove marks the place of the first British settlement in Australia.  After Botany Bay was 
discounted as a possible settlement site, Governor Phillip explored Port Jackson, settling on Sydney 
Cove because it provided a sheltered anchorage and fresh water.  For many years Sydney Cove was 
the focus of the new settlement and it contained the country’s first government buildings and 
wharves, its first hospital and post office.  The general study area, which includes the government 
dockyard, has a central place in the growth and development of Sydney and NSW. 
 
 

2.2 Original Topography 
Sydney Cove and the study area were characterised by the Tank Stream which ran into the cove to 
the south of First Fleet Park, although mud flats apparently extended as far to the northwest as the 
MCA building.  Today the name ‘Tank Stream’ refers to the stream as enclosed in brick, stone and 
concrete channels.  On the western side of the George Street was a sandstone ridge which became 
known as the ‘Rocks’.  The western side of the cove included a number of small sandy beaches 
between the rock outcrops. 
 
 

2.3 The Study Area in the Colony’s Early Years 
In 1797 Governor Hunter ordered a Naval Dockyard to be built in order to repair shipping.  In 
December 1795 Hunter discussed the need to repair boats which had ‘fallen to ruin and decay’ and 
the Dockyard was established soon afterwards in 1796.3  In that same year Thomas Moore was 
appointed Master Boat-builder and in 1801 he was appointed Master Ship-builder.  Thomas Moore 
was also responsible for securing suitable timbers for the British Royal Navy.4 
 
During 1797 the Dockyard was enclosed by a paling fence and two sheds were built for boats and to 
house sawyers.  A painting of Sydney Cove illustrates the study area prior to it being enclosed by the 
paling fence (Figure 2.1).  A painting of a similar date, attributed to Thomas Watling, has a paling 
fence around Dockyard buildings (Figure 2.2).  A series of construction phases up to 1800 involved 
the erection of two brick joiner and smithy’s workshops, sheds for repairing vessels and for the 
workmen, a steamer, a storehouse, a warden’s lodge, an apartment for the clerk and sheds for the 
government boats when they were hauled onto the shore.5  The Master Boat Builder’s stone house 
(on the same site as Cadman’s Cottage), built at the same time, was located nearby.6 
 
The above description of works, completed by 1800, probably accords with Lesueur’s plan of 1802 
which shows about seven buildings in the Dockyard and associated areas, only part of which is 
within the study area.  The inaccuracies of these early plans do not allow for an overlay onto 
modern plans to determine which of these building may have been within the study area.  The 1807 
plan of the Dockyard, which does not show any building details, provides an early boundary for the 
Dockyard (Figure 2.3).  It is to the south of the Hospital Wharf and extends to the north near the 
bend in George Street.  By 1807 the Dockyard was described as ‘much improved’.  Using this 
boundary in relation to the buildings shown on the 1802 plan there were approximately five 
buildings in the study area by 1802 and it would have looked similar to an engraving of a Lesueur 
drawing of 1802 with water craft on the foreshore and a cluster of buildings in the south.7   

                                                           
3 Cunningham 1827:363, n.34. 
4 Russell 1975:8, 9-14, 15. 
5 Blackmore 1985:2.13.  
6 Blackmore 1985. 
7 Casey & Lowe 2009 



7 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd                                                           Museum of Contemporary Art, Circular Quay, Sydney 

 
 

Figure 2.1: View of Sydney Cove 1793, attributed to John Hunter, c. 1796.  This probably shows the area of 
Naval Dockyard prior to its development.  It illustrates the mud flats to the north of the hospital 
wharf and to the east of the higher ground leading up to George Street.  There was possibly one 
building in the study area.  The grounds of Government House appear to show some of the 
improvements attributed to Hunter when he was governor.  McCormick 1987:pl. 35, La Trobe 
Library Collection no. 42.   

 
 
The first list of employment returned to England in 1797 reported that 16 convicts were employed 
at the Dockyard as shipwrights, caulkers, boat builders, labourers and watchmen.  By 1799, 27 
convicts were employed in the Dockyard.  The numbers rose to 35 in August 1800 but fell back to 27 
until 1803 when numbers increased to 42 and 49 by 1804.8  The Government Dockyard was very 
busy during 1803 and 1804.  It repaired several ships, constructed the Integrity, a punt and five 
rowing vessels and rebuilt the Supply. 
 
In 1804 Thomas Moore’s duties as Boat-builder included ‘repairing the Government Colonial 
vessels, building and repairing boats for Government use, selecting timber for England, and 
attending to the repair of such King’s ships as are stationed or occasionally arrive here’.9  During his 
time as Boat-builder Moore was responsible for the construction of the following vessels: a 
government punt, and two colonial schooners, the Cumberland and Integrity. 
 
A report to Governor Bligh by Richard Rouse and Thomas Moore in August 1806 noted that the 
Dockyard needed repairs and additional buildings: 

The Dock Yard wants Sheds for Boats, and to work under for Saw Pits; the Blacksmith 
Shop and Store House and Watchman’s Hut wants Plaistering, whitewashing, new 
Doors and shutters, rep’g Tiles outside of Staircase, Also new Posts and Railing next the 
Road.10 
 

                                                           
8 HRA, taken from Casey 1991.  
9 Russell 1975:18.    
10 HRA I/VI:98.  
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This work appears to have been completed by October 1807 and by this date probably looked 
similar to the Dockyard in a painting of c. 1810 which shows new buildings along the western side of 
the dockyard that were not shown in 1804.11  These are also shown on paintings dated to c. 1808 
and 1809.12  The early days of the Colony endured a constant process of rebuilding.  Many early 
buildings were built without proper materials or skilled labour and quickly became dilapidated in 
the extremes of Sydney’s climate.  Thomas Moore retired from the Dockyard in 1809. 
 
 

Figure 2.2: Pre-1804 (possibly 1797-1798) picture by E. Dayes inscribed “From an Original Picture in the 
possession of Isaac Clementson Esq.”  The Portland (later the Henrietta Elizabeth) is under 
construction in the dockyard (circled).  Dockyard buildings and the bell tower can also be seen.  
From McCormick 1987, p.55. 

 
 
Governor Lachlan Macquarie wrought major changes to the Dockyard and associated foreshores.  A 
survey of the Dockyard in 1810 noted: 

Lime House in good Order, Blacksmiths Shop Intirely new and Finished except 2 
window shutters…, Two Boat Crew Huts useless.  Shed for Planking in Good Order.  
Storehouse and Watchhouse not worth repairing, one pair of New Gates Wanting for 
Yard... fence repairing.13 

 

                                                           
11 Russell 1975:25. 
12 McCormick 1987:pls. 93, 95. 
13 Russell p.7. 
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Figure 2.3: Study Area is labelled ‘Dockyard, much improved’ and is defined by a boundary. John Meehan’s 
Plan of the Town of Sydney, 1807, National Library of Australia, Map 105 A,B,C, and map 308 from 
Ferguson Collection, map 105b.  

 
 
Macquarie enlarged the old Dockyard.  He began in 1819 by building a 12 foot high stone wall 
around the Dockyard and in 1820 workshops were added.  In 1821 Bigge recommended that 
Macquarie complete the public works at the Dockyard as soon as possible.14  By July 1822 
Macquarie had: 

The Old Dockyard enlarged and greatly improved the new Building and repairing Docks, 
Wharfs, Quays, Sail Rooms, and all the requisite workshops, including Boat Houses, and 
also Offices for the Master Builder and Master Attendant of the Colonial Marine, the 
whole of the Premises being enclosed with a Stone Wall, 12 feet high.15 

 
He added:  

A Stone Built Barrack contiguous to the Dock Yard for the Coxswain and Crews of the 
Government Boats enclosed with a high Stone Wall. 

 

                                                           
14 HRA I/X:685. 
15 HRA I/X:685. 
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Commissariat 

MCA carpark 

Dock beneath 

Argyle Street 

Francis Greenway lists the construction of the Dockyard wall in 1818 and reckoned that it 
cost 556 pounds 9 shillings to build.16  Later on he reported that the work at the Dockyard 
and offices were ‘partly done by contact and partly by Government’, cost 3500 pounds.17 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.4: The carpark contained the remains of three docks: the central one and sections of ones to the 
north and south.  The large northern dock is beneath Argyle Street.  In 1823 there was a range of 
sheds along the western and southern sides of the yard, partly within the later alignment of 
George Street with a large stone boundary wall along the western and southern sides.  Source: 
Harper’s survey of Sydney c. 1823. State Records New South Wales SZ 469. 

                                                           
16 Public Records Office Roll 120, piece 133, page 9.  
17 Greenway, Measure and Value of Work, AONSW 4/1752, p. 86, quoted in Broadbent and Hughes 1997.  
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In 1827 Peter Cunningham described the Dockyards: 

The government dock-yard, against the surrounding wall whereof are built the 
working-sheds and storehouses; with its boat-landings and little wet-docks, scooped 
out of the adjoining shore; the, the high buildings of the commissary stores,-beyond 
which is the wooden wharf, jutting out into the harbour…18 

 
He commented about the type of work undertaken there:  

At the colonial dock-yard…all the Government vessels load, unload, and are repaired; 
government boats are kept; and the depot of coals for government use is situated.  The 
naval portion of the work is performed by gangs of competent convicts from the 
barrack; the jail-gang being usually tasked with the loading and unloading of vessels.19 

 
A description of the Dockyard given c. 1824 to 1830 by a nearby resident noted: 

The Dockyard extended from Cadman’s to the Commissariat Stores.  At the north end 
of it was a store end on the water.  The cottage residence of the overseer (Daniel Egan) 
was in the north-east corner.  Two small docks fit only for boats were in the centre of 
it.  In the south-east portion of it were workshops.  All of it was enclosed with a stone 
wall.20 

 
Harper’s 1823 plan shows that there was a long narrow building along the western George Street 
frontage of the Dockyard and a short line of building to the south but west of the Commissariat 
which formed a boundary between the Dockyard and the Commissariat Store (Error! Reference 
source not found.).  The southern group of buildings was probably those visible in a painting dating 
to c. 1804.  The new buildings are probably similar to those of a pencil drawing dated to c. 1820 
which shows the docks and buildings along the western side of the Dockyard (McCormick, pl. 175).   
 
The Dockyard probably closed down in 1833.21  The use and configuration of the Dockyard appears 
to remain unchanged until the 1850s when Semi-Circular Quay was extended to the north and 
Argyle Street was extended eastwards to the water.  The plans and sections drawn for the extension 
of Semi-Circular Quay in the 1840s provides the best details of Dock 2 although these mostly focus 
on the largest dock underneath Argyle Street.    
 
 
2.3.1 Graving Docks 
Graving or dry docks were used to clean, repair or survey vessels.22  Before the Dockyard was built, 
ships would be taken to the ‘heaving down’ place on the eastern side of Sydney Cove where they 
would be hauled over onto their sides so that the ship’s bottom could be careened.   
 
With the graving dock the keel of the vessel would rest on a row of keel blocks along the centre of 
the dock floor, with the vessel further secured by horizontal timbers.  Graving docks were used 
where work below the waterline was necessary.  The side walls of the dock are formed by a series 
of steps, known as altar courses, which served to seat the horizontal shoring timbers.23  The 
entrance to the dock was closed by either removable floating or sliding cassions.  The dock would 
be supplied with pumps to remove the water, capstans to haul the vessels in and out, and bollards 

                                                           
18 Cunningham 1827, vol. 1:42.  
19 Cunningham 1827:52. 
20 R.H. Kemp, SMH 6 October, 1897. 
21 Russell 1975:27. 
22 Liverpool’s South Docks, p.31. 
23 Du-Plat-Taylor 1928:173. 
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to secure them.  Around the dock would be cranes to lift machinery and equipment and boilers to 
prepare pitch for repairs. 
 
The floors of dry docks are usually finished with a stone or concrete surface.24  Along the centre of 
the floor would be a single row or more of timber blocks on which the ship’s keel rested.  The floors 
of the two docks examined on the MCA site have not been exposed but are thought to have been at 
least partially formed from the bedrock into which the docks were cut.  The depth of the docks 
probably meant that could only accommodate quite small boats rather than larger sailing ships.  
The large stepped dock at the northern end of the dockyard, now under the eastern extension of 
Argyle Street, probably served the needs of the larger vessels. 
 
 

2.4 Commissariat Store 
In 1812 the hospital wharf was rebuilt and renamed the King’s Wharf (later the Queen’s Wharf) and 
by 1812 the Commissariat Store had been built to the north, adjacent to the wharf.  This four-storey 
stone building was built to a design made in 1809 by Lieutenant-Colonel Foveaux and completed 
under Governor Macquarie.25  It was a shallow U-shaped building with two short wings projecting 
to the east from the main building and enclosing a stone paved quay.  It was built from cut blocks of 
sandstone, with timber floors and a hip roof which initially would have had a shingle or clay tile roof 
but was later re-clad with corrugated iron.26  There were large openings in the eastern façade of the 
two wings with a cats eye for lifting goods located just underneath the roof line of each wing.  These 
were used for loading goods through the warehouse doors.  The Commissariat Store was built 
immediately adjacent to the shoreline so that ships could pull up directly against the stone quay.   
 
This store held the government supplies and rations for the early colony.  These supplies included 
food grown in the colony such as wheat and vegetables as well as imported tools, equipment and 
food.  The early colonists were supplied with goods from the Commissariat Store according to their 
rations.  The government also stored a surplus where possible so that food would be available 
throughout the year.  People also sold their produce to the Commissariat Store.  After 1812 the 
crops grown at Parramatta and the Hawkesbury, upon which Sydney depended for fresh food, were 
transported by boat and unloaded at the wharves and then stored at the Commissariat.  The 
Commissariat, the Dockyard and wharf were all interlinked in function and space. 
 
The Commissariat Store building was demolished in 1939 for the construction of the Maritime 
Service Board Building which was converted into the Museum of Contemporary Art in 1991.  When 
the Commissariat was demolished it was one of Australia’s oldest buildings.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
24 Du-Plat-Taylor 1928:183. 
25 Casey 1991. 
26 Balint 1984:12, 18.  
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Figure 2.5: Earlier version of the Trigonometrical survey of Sydney, c. 1856 showing the docks in relation to 

the commissariat stores, the 1850s structures and the main archaeology trenches.  Online at the 
Historical Atlas of Sydney, City of Sydney Archives. 
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Figure 2.6: Later version of the Trigonometrical survey of Sydney, 1865 showing the docks in relation to the 
commissariat stores, the 1850s structures and the main archaeological trenches.  By this time the 
building in T2 has been altered with the western partition extending southwards.  Online at the 
Historical Atlas of Sydney, City of Sydney Archives. 

 

 

2.5 Circular Quay  
The construction of Semi-Circular Quay, later renamed Circular Quay, began in 1837 with a large 
stone seawall and reclamation of the mudflats.  This included raising the low areas by some two 
feet (600mm).27  Further works were undertaken in the 1850s.  The northern end of the Tank 
Stream was enclosed in a covered stone channel by 1878.  The construction of Semi-Circular Quay 
was undertaken under George Barney, Colonial Engineer.  This work extended along the western 
side of the quay up to the Government Dockyard and was not extended further to the north until 

                                                           
27 Godden Mackay 1997, p.11. 
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later.28  In the 1850s a timber wharf was erected around to Campbell’s Wharf.  The old Dockyard 
was mostly demolished with the docks being filled in (Figure 2.5, Figure 2.6).  The line of Argyle 
Street was extended over the top of the largest dock.  The edge of the Quay was again moved 
eastwards with more reclamation taking place.   

Figure 2.7: The west side of Sydney Cove from Government House c.1870. Argyle Street has been extended 
to the Quay cutting through the north end of the former dockyard. Additions are being made to 
the stores at the north end of the site. Source: Mitchell Library Small Picture File, Basement, 
Sydney, Circular Quay c.1870. 

 

Figure 2.8: West Circular Quay in the 1870s. More sheds and ancillary buildings have been added. Circular 
Quay panorama dated 1880 but probably earlier. Source: Mitchell Library Small Picture File, 
Sydney.  

                                                           
28 Proudfoot 1988:20.  
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Figure 2.9: Dove’s plan with approximate location of archaeology trenches overlaid.  Online at the Historical 

Atlas of Sydney, City of Sydney Archives. 
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2.6 Ordnance Stores and early Twentieth Century29 
The Dockyard land was eventually occupied by Naval Ordnance.  A plan from 1865 notes the use of 
the southern part of the property by the Ordnance Department (Figure 1.1).  Army use of the area 
and specifically Ordnance use is identified by the 1870s in Sands.  According to Sands Directory the 
Ordnance Stores are located to the south of Argyle Street as late as 1895.  The Naval Ordnance 
buildings are visible in an 1871 photograph of west Circular Quay (Figures 2.7, 2.8).  
 
 

2.7 Circular Quay  
The construction of Semi-Circular Quay, later renamed Circular Quay, began in 1837 with a large 
stone seawall and reclamation of the mudflats.  This included raising the low areas by some two 
feet (600mm).  Further works were undertaken in the 1850s.  The northern end of the Tank Stream 
was enclosed in a covered stone channel by 1878.  The construction of Semi-Circular Quay was 
undertaken under George Barney, Colonial Engineer.  This work extended along the western side of 
the quay up to the Government Dockyard and was not extended further to the north until later.  In 
the 1850s a timber wharf was erected around to Campbell’s Wharf.  The old Dockyard was mostly 
demolished with the docks being filled in (Figure 2.5, Figure 2.6).  The line of Argyle Street was 
extended over the top of the largest dock.  The edge of the Quay was again moved eastwards with 
more reclamation taking place.  The northern part of the property was listed in 1857 as being 
occupied by the Harbourmaster’s Department.  The whole of the Commissariat and Ordnance area 
was resumed in 1900 as part of the Darling Harbour Resumption (Figure 2.10).  These buildings 
were demolished in the 1920s and 1930s.   
 

Figure 2.10: The Rocks and Foreshore Resumption Plan, c.1900, Plan U.  Online at the Historical Atlas of 
Sydney, City of Sydney Archives. 

                                                           
29 This section is extracted from Archaeological Assessment, Museum of Contemporary Art Stage II, May 1997 by Casey & 
Lowe.  
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By the early twentieth century a brass foundry occupied the site.  By 1914 it was no longer recorded 
in Sands Directory and the occupant is listed as the chemical laboratory of the Department of 
Agriculture followed by the Department of Labor and Industry until at least the 1930s.  They were 
located in the extant building at 132 George Street which was built between 1923 and 1925.30  All 
structures in the carpark area were demolished at the time of the demolition of the Commissariat in 
1939.31   

 
Figure 2.11: The building within Trench 1 was the one occupied by Harrison and Whiffen in 1910.  City of 

Sydney plan, 1910. Online at the Historical Atlas of Sydney, City of Sydney Archives.   

                                                           
30 Tanner & Associates with Casey & Lowe 2000:7.  
31 Casey 1991:9. 
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2.8 New South Wales and the reasons for establishing a Penal Colony32 
Since the late 19th century historians of Australia have debated the reasons for the establishment 
of the penal settlement in the territory of New South Wales.  The identified motivations for 
settlement range from it being mainly a penal colony to establishing the colony for commercial or 
strategic reasons.33  Dallas questioned the intention of establishing a penal settlement so far from 
Britain, suggesting it was for the development of a naval base and trading port in the South Pacific 
but this viewpoint has generally been rejected.34  Fry proposed the need for the establishment of a 
naval post in preparation for a possible conflict with France or Holland over trading routes.35  
Others acknowledged the penal component as the predominant reason but with other secondary 
causes, such as the cultivation of flax and exploitation of timber on Norfolk Island.36  Frost while 
similar to Blainey identified the British Navy in India as a potential source of flax and cordage.37  
More recently Frost (2011a, b) has convincingly developed these ideas which will be discussed 
below.   
 
Many historians agree that the main motive for settlement was the establishment of a penal 
settlement and will allow for other less important reasons.38  Both Mollie Gillen (1982) and Daniel 
Mackay (1985) endorsed the traditional view of the primacy of transportation of convicts.  There is 
little dispute that the Revolutionary War in America caused the British to seek an alternative place 
to send convicts to relieve conditions in their overcrowded gaols.39   
 
Alan Atkinson, in his re-reading of the reasons behind the settlement of New South Wales, 
proposed that the initial intentions behind the First Fleet was a one-off settlement of convicts who 
would be freed once they arrived, with two years of supplies to help them establish a colony.  The 
settlement and convicts were initially to be under the guidance of a superintendent or governor but 
eventually they were to be left to manage the colony themselves.  Governor Phillip’s role as the 
senior naval officer was to command the fleet and pick the most suitable place for landing the 
colony.  Once on land control was to be handed over to the senior member of the military.  Typically 
the governor of a British territory or colony was drawn from the military rather than the navy.40  
This issue was perhaps at the root of problems between Phillip and Captain Ross the military 
commander.  Atkinson contends that these were the expectations behind sending the First Fleet 
when Phillip’s first commission was written in October 1786.41  Much of this new slant on the 
reasons for settlement come from Atkinson placing the role of Lord Sydney, Secretary of State, as 
central to the planning for the settlement of New South Wales (Atkinson 1997:xv).   
 
When Phillip’s second commission was written in April 1787 there were major changes, not only in 
Phillip’s role - he was now Captain-General and Governor-in-Chief - but also in the nature and 
purpose of the intended settlement.42  Now there were rules for territorial jurisdictions over one 
third of the continent of New Holland (Australia), legal offices were to be appointed, land could be 
granted, and the governor could control finance and commerce.  Most importantly, once the 
convicts were landed from the transport ships their servitude was to be consigned to the governor 

                                                           
32 Extract from Casey 2002, in prep. 
33 Gonner 1888. 
34 Dallas 1969; Fletcher 1976a:17. 
35 Fry 1971. 
36 Blainey 1966. 
37 Frost 1994. 
38 Fletcher 1976a:21. 
39 Frost 1994:99. 
40 Atkinson 1997:ch3. 
41 HRA 1:1-2. 
42 HRA 1:2-16. 
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for the term of their sentences or orders of transportation.43  This invested the labour of the 
convicts in the control of the governor.44  The convicts were to labour under order of the governor, 
who would ‘proceed to the cultivation of the land, distributing the convicts for that purpose in such 
manner, and under such inspectors or overseers, and under such regulations as may appear to you 
to be necessary and best calculated for procuring supplies of grain and ground provisions’.45   
 
Yet other points in the second commission suggest that this was to be a limited arrangement.  Many 
of the convicts had only a short time left to serve and once their servitude was completed they 
were to be given grants of land for cultivation.46  Atkinson proposes that at this stage there was no 
clear intention that additional convict transport ships were to be sent, although members of the 
First Fleet thought other ships were to follow.  The prospect of future fleets was dependent on 
Phillip’s reports on the success of the colony, including possible problems with Aborigines and the 
ability to become self-sufficient in food.  Although the need to empty the crowded gaols of Britain 
continued to be a problem the convicts could as easily have been sent to Quebec, Newfoundland or 
Nova Scotia.47   
 
While Alan Frost concurs that New South Wales was intended as a convict settlement he contends 
this was not the only impetus behind the sending of the First Fleet.  Frost seeks to remove the 
mirages established by preceding generations of historians for whom the penal settlement in New 
South Wales was seen as a dumping ground for convicts from over-crowded Thames hulks, 
conceived by a mean government staffed by incompetent bureaucrats (1994:3-6).  He identifies and 
analyses the evidence for other reasons behind the plan to settle at Botany Bay, including supplying 
the British government with alternative sources of flax and hemp for sails and cordage, and trees 
for naval purposes, especially for masts and spars.48  While he does not canvas the issues raised by 
Atkinson (summarised above) he outlines a serious attempt to adequately provision the First Fleet, 
within contemporary terms, for the first few years of settlement, contesting many earlier claims 
that there were no basic farming tools, such as ploughs, and that there were insufficient tools and 
people with inadequate skills to undertake the required activities of farming, making of flax and 
identification of suitable naval timbers.49   
 
Since his 1994 publications Alan Frost has produced three more books developing the context and 
analysis of the reasons for establishing a penal colony many months sailing from Britain but not too 
far distant from India.50  Frost’s underlying thesis was that the received view of Australian history 
about the establishment of NSW had not fully realised the significance of many of the historical 
resources, nor the trade and strategic context in which the British Empire and its navy were 
operating following the loss of the American colonies in the Revolutionary War (1783).  This led to a 
shift in focus from Britain’s Atlantic colonies to the remaining colonies, notably the West Indies and 
parts of Canada, to a refocusing on the importance of India, its trade goods and the strategic 
position of Britain’s role in the Indian and Pacific Oceans.  The requirements for supporting a naval 
based empire as European supplies of naval goods, timber, hemp and cordage, became scare.  
Access to these supplies became of strategic importance.51   
 

                                                           
43 HRA 1:11. 
44 Atkinson 1997:69-70. 
45 HRA 1:11. 
46 HRA 1:14. 
47 Atkinson 1997:59-61. 
48 Frost 1994:ch. 3. 
49 Frost 1994:ch6: 2011b. 
50 Frost 2003, 2011a, 2011b. 
51 Frost 2011a:157-62, 166-67; 173-76. 
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All European colonies and their navies in the Indian Ocean during the 1770s and 1780s had 
strategically located harbours, provisioning stores and dockyards which were supplied with masts, 
hemp and cordage from Europe.  France had Mauritius and Bourbon (Réunion) and minor ports at 
Mahé, Pondicherry and Kariakl.  The Dutch had the Cape of Good Hope in the west, Negapatam in 
India, Trincomolee in Ceylon and Malacca and Batavia (Jakarta) in the east.  The British had naval 
depots only in India and at St Helena on the way out.  They were reliant for their main provisioning 
supplies on the way from Britain at Rio de Janerio which was controlled by their Portuguese allies 
but was still some months sail from India.  In India the British had a good harbour, dockyard and 
ship building infrastructure at Bombay (Mumbai) and less so at Madras (Chennai) and Calcutta 
(Kolkota).  The dockyards at Bombay were central to the maintenance of a British naval squadron in 
the East.  Prime Minister Pitt, the Admiralty and the India Board were all concerned about India 
being a key element in any future wars.52 
 
Supplies for masts, hemp and cordage mostly had to be sent to the naval repair yards and access to 
these could be quite strategic and could possibly affect the ability of the British to wage a naval war, 
it became a key issue for management of the navy defending India.  This was seen in the naval war 
between France and her ally Holland against Britain in the East (1778-1783); as well as in treaties 
forged after this time.  Admiral Hughes wrote at the end of these battles in December 1783, when 
the ships were returning to Britain, that they had no ‘serviceable masts’ nor were any masts or 
spars to be had in Bombay.53     
 
In May 1785 the outfitting of Comte de Lapérouse’s scientific expedition into the Pacific was 
considered likely to have alternative motives.  His orders were to ‘report on the commercial 
potential for the lands in and about the great ocean, and on the purpose of any settlement the 
British might have formed in its southern half.54  British intelligence reported that the expedition 
had a secret purpose and that Lapérouse had:   

Orders to visit New Zealand with a view to examine into the quality of the timber of 
that county, which is supposed by the account given of it in Captain Cook’s Voyage may 
be an object worthy of attention.  This plan is recommend by Monsieur de Suffren, 
who says that ships may with little difficulty go from Mauritius to that country.  It is 
believed that the French have a design of establishing some kind of settlement there if 
it shall be found practicable.55   

 
Frost contends that the British had the greatest concerns about naval supplies and provision of 
water and fresh food on the journey to India and that this was a key element of the decision to 
establish a settlement at Botany Bay, rather than somewhere closer to Britain.  That they had been 
fighting many of the key European powers who claimed land in Africa, South America and the Spice 
Islands (Indonesia) as well as having recently fought four naval battles against France to protect 
Indian territory meant that strategic concerns were key in decision making.  The main place they 
could legitimately lay claim to with some strategic value for provisioning, supply of naval goods and 
development of further resources was the east coast of New Holland which Captain Cook had 
surveyed and claimed for Britain in two of his voyages (First 2011a:134-136).   
 
Cook and his sailing companions Sir Joseph Banks and John Matra had observed that Norfolk Island 
and New Zealand had supplies of large trees which could be used for masts and that the flax plant 
on Norfolk grew extremely well there.  Flax also grew in New Zealand.  It was considered likely that 
Botany Bay would be able to grow fruit and vegetables to supply the ships and a settlement.  The 

                                                           
52 Frost 2011a:134-135, 141-142. 
53 Frost 2011a:135-37, 142. 
54 Frost 2011a:170. 
55 Frost 2011a:170. 
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Norfolk Island flax had been tested and was determined to provide high quality linen.  In addition 
Botany Bay with its fine climate and fertile land might eventually provide sources of ‘spices, sugar, 
tea, coffee, silk, cotton, indigo and tobacco’ as well as fur and possibly wool and provide for the 
development of further trade with the markets of China, Japan, Korea and South America (Frost 
2011a:93-94, 97-98, 199-200, 140-141).   
 
Frosts new research is persuasive and therefore it is important to consider the naval dockyard as 
part of this intention, as a site involved in implementing the very reasons for the settlement of New 
South Wales and then the sustaining of the British navy in the Pacific.   
  
 


